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They seldom have another name but the one their special functions give
them, as if to show: that they had no real existence besides the act over which
they preside.
Their competency is very limited; the simplest action gives birth to
several divinities. When a child is weaned there is one who teaches him how
to eat, another to teach him to drink, a third makes him lie still in his little
bed. When he commences to walk, four goddesses protect his first steps,
two accompany frfm when he leaves his home, and two bring him back when
he returns. The lists were thus endless and the names became indefinitely
multiplied.
The fathers of the Catholic Church were much amused at "this popula-
tion of little gods condemned to such small uses," and compare them to
workmen who divide the work amongst themselves in order that it may be
more quickly done. For all this it is curious to study them; they are, after
all, the original gods of Rome. Rome had not yet undergone the sovereign
influence of Greece when the pontiffs drew up the Indigitamenta^ and 3*6
remains that are left to us of the sacred registers can alone teach us what idaa
the Romans had of divinity and how they understood religious sentiment.
What is most striking at first is how all these gods seem without Me.
They have no history attached to them and not even a legend has been
given them. All that is known of them is that at a certain crisis they must
be prayed to and they can then render service. Once that moment passes,
they are forgotten. They do not possess real names; those given to them
do not distinguish them individually, but only indicate the function they
fulfil As a rule this name is in the form of an epithet; from this it is
probable that it was not always employed alone, and that at first it was a
simple emblem. It can be concluded with a great deal of apparent truth
that originally the name described a powerful divinity, or even the* divinity
in general, the father all-powerful, as he was called-so long as he limited his
action to a special purpose. Thus the two gods Vatieanus and Fabulinas
would be no other than the divinity itself, even when it watches' over the
first cries and first steps of the child.
The gods were not quite so numerous in the first ages, and ft was then
necessary to give each of them many more functions. These' attributes
were expressed, as in Christian litanies, by epithets, the list of which, more
or less lengthy according to the importance of the god, followed after his
name. As each invocation appealed to one of the faculties, and not to the
power of the god, the epithet was practically much more important than the
name and was employed alone. Soon the relationship between the name
and the qualifications which existed primitively was forgotten or lost and
then the epithets became divine. Thus the different functions of one god
ended by being attached to independent gods. It was at the time of these
changes that the Lidigitamenta were drawn up. They are interesting to us, as
they make us grasp Roman polytheism just when it is being formed, but they
also show us that it is an unfinished polytheism. After creating all these
gods, Rome did not know how to make them life-like. They remained vague,
undecided, floating; they never attained, as the Greek gods, precise forms
with distinct features. This, besides, is the general character of the Roman
religion, and the gods of Rome always resembled those of the Indigitamtnta.
The Italian religion was always more respectful and timid than the Greek.
Hie Roman remained at a farther distance from his gods, he dared not
approach them, he would have been afraid to look at them. If the Roman
veiled his face when accomplishing religious duties, it was not, as Virgil says,